
Part 11: Eurasian Connections before European Expansion

11.2 The Cities of the Zanj and The Indian Ocean Trade

The Indian Ocean was, long before the Atlantic was opened by European navigators, one of the world’s
major maritime commercial arteries. The east coast of Africa was a prime component of this trade, and
ships from Egypt, Arabia, India, and as far afield as China plied their way to the Swahili Cities of the Zanj
(Africans). These cities, chief among them: Kilwa; Mogadishu; Mombasa; Tanga; Malindi; Sofala, and
Zanzibar, developed the language from whose name they are collectively known (Swahili was originally
concieved as a commercial language). The cities were known to travellers of varied backgrounds, as
evidenced in the following selections.

Source: G. S. P. Freeman-Grenvillem, The East African Coast: Selected Documents from the 1st to the
19th Century (London: Rex Collins, 1975), pp. 19–24.

AALL--IIDDRRIISSII::  TTHHEE  FFIIRRSSTT  WWEESSTTEERRNN  NNOOTTIICCEE  OOFF  EEAASSTT  AAFFRRIICCAA

The Zanj of the East African coast have no ships to voyage in, but use vessels from Oman and other. countries which sail
to the islands of Zanj which depend on the Indies. These foreigners sell their goods there, and buy the produce of the coun-
try. The people of the Djawaga islands go to Zanzibar in large and small ships, and use them for trading their goods, for
they understand each others’ language. Opposite the Zanj coasts are the Djawaga islands; they are numerous and vast; their
inhabitants are very dark in colour, and everything that is cultivated there, fruit, sorghum, sugar-cane and camphor trees,
is black in colour. Among the number of the islands is Sribuza, which is said to be 1,200 miles round; and pearl fisheries
and various kinds of aromatic plants and perfumes are to be found there, which attract the merchants.

Among the islands of Djawaga included in the present section is Andjuba [Anjouan-Johanna], whose principal
town is called Unguja in the language of Zanzibar, and whose people, although mixed, are actually mostly Muslims.
The distance from it to Banas on the Zanj coast is 100 miles. The island is 400 miles round; bananas are the chief food.
There are five kinds, as follows: the bananas called kundi; fill whose weight is sometimes twelve ounces; omani, muri-
ani, sukari. It is a healthy, sweet, and pleasant food. The island is traversed by a mountain called Wabra. The vagabonds
who are expelled from the town flee there, and form a brave and numerous company which frequently infests the sur-
roundings of the town, and which lives at the top of the mountain in a state of defence against the ruler of the island. They
are courageous, and feared for their arms and their number. The island is very populous; there are many villages and
cattle. They grow rice. There is a great trade in it, and each year various products and goods are brought for exchange and
consumption.

From Medouna [on the Somali coast] to Malindi, a town of the Zanj, one follows the coast for three days and three
nights by sea. Malindi lies on the shore, at the mouth of a river of sweet water. It is a large town, whose people engage in
hunting and fishing. On land they hunt the tiger [sic] and other wild beasts. They obtain various kinds of fish from the sea,
which they cure and sell.

They own and exploit iron mines; for them iron is an article of trade and the source of their largest profits. They
pretend to know how to bewitch the most poisonous snakes so as to make them harmless to everyone except those for
whom they wish evil or on whom they wish to take vengeance. They also pretend that by means of these enchantments the
tigers and lions cannot hurt them. These wizards are called al-Musnafu in the language of the people.

It is two days’ journey along the coast to Mombasa. This is a small place and a dependency of the Zanj. Its inhab-
itants work in the iron mines and hunt tigers. They have red coloured dogs which fight every kind of wild beast and even
lions. This town lies on the sea shore near a large gulf up which ships travel two days’ journey; its banks are uninhabited
because of the wild beasts that live in the forests where the Zanj go and hunt, as we have already said. In this town lives
the King of Zanzibar. His guards go on foot because they have no mounts: horses cannot live there.

CCHHAAOO  JJUU--KKUUAA::  ZZAANNZZIIBBAARR  AANNDD  SSOOMMAALLIIAA  IINN  TTHHEE  TTHHIIRRTTEEEENNTTHH  CCEENNTTUURRYY

ZZaanngguueebbaarr  ((TTss’’oonngg--PPaa))

The Ts’ong-pa country is an island of the sea south of Hu-ch’a-la. To the west it reaches a great mountain. The inhabitants
are of Ta-shi [Arab] stock and follow the Ta-shi religion. They wrap themselves in blue foreign cotton stuffs and wear red
leather shoes. Their daily food consists of meal, baked cakes and mutton.

There are many villages, and a succession of wooded hills and terraced rocks. The climate is warm, and there is
no cold season. The products of the country consist of elephants’ tusks, native gold, amber-gris and yellow sandal-wood.

Every year Hu-ch’a-la and the Ta-shi localities along the sea-coast send ships to this country with white cotton
cloth, porcelain, copper and red cotton to trade.
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BBEERRBBEERRAA  CCOOAASSTT  ((PPII--PP’’AA--LLOO))

The country of Pi-p’a-lo contains four cities; the other places are all villages which are constantly at feud and fighting with
each other. The inhabitants pray to Heaven and not to the Buddha. The land produces many camels and sheep, and the
people feed themselves with the flesh and milk of camels and with baked cakes.

The other products are ambergris, big elephants’ tusks and big rhinoceros’ horns. There are elephants’ tusks which
weigh over 100 carries and rhinoceros’ horns of over ten catties weight. The land is also rich in putchuk, liquid storax gum,
myrrh, and tortoise-shell of extraordinary thickness, for which there is great demand in other countries. The country also
brings forth the so-called ‘camel-crane’ [ostrich], which measures from the ground to its crown from six to seven feet. It
has wings and can fly, but not to any great height.

There is also in this country a wild animal called tsu-la [giraffe]; it resembles a camel in shape, an ox in size, and
is of a yellow colour. Its fore legs are five feet long, its hind legs only three feet. Its head is high up and turned upwards.
Its skin is an inch thick.

There is also in this country a kind of mule [zebra] with brown, white, and black stripes around its body. These
animals wander about in mountain wilds; they are a variety of camel. The inhabitants of this country, who are great hunts-
man, hunt these animals with poisoned arrows.

AABBUU--AALL--FFIIDDAA::  MMAALLIINNDDII,,  MMOOMMBBAASSAA,,  AANNDD  SSOOFFAALLAA

Malindi is a town of the land of the Zanj, 81
1/

2° long., 2° 50’ lat. West of the town is a great gulf into which flows a river
which comes down from the mountain of Komr. On the banks of this gulf are very large dwellings belonging to the Zanj;
the houses of the people of Komr are on the south side. East of Malindi is al-Kerany, the name of a mountain very famous
among travellers; this mountain runs out into the sea fora distance of about 100 miles in a north-east direction; at the
same time it extends along the continent in a straight line north for a distance of about fifty miles. Among other things
which we might say about this mountain are the iron mine which is on the continental side and the lodestone in the part
which is in the sea, which attracts iron.

At Malindi is the tree of zendj (the ginger tree) (or at Mallndi there are many Zanjian sorcerers). The King of the
Zanj lives at Malindi. Between Mombasa and Mnllndi is about a degree. Mombasa is on the coast. On the west is a gulf
along which buildings stand as far as 300 miles. Nearby to the east is the desert which separates the land of the Zanj from
Sofaia.

Among the towns of the country of Sofala is Batyna (or Banyna). It is situated at the end of a great gulf, away
from the equinoctial line, under 2

1/
2° lat., 87° long. According to Ibn Said, on the West of Batyna is Adjued, the name of a

mountain which projects into the sea towards the north-east for a distance of 100 miles. The waves of the sea make a great
noise here. The people of Sofala live to the east of this mountain: their capital is Seruna, under 99° long., 2

1/
2 lat. [south].

The town is built on a large estuary where a river, which rises in the mountain of Komr, flows out. There the King of Sofala
resides.

Then one arrives at the town of Leirana. Ibn Fathuma, who visited the town, said that it was a seaport where ships
put in and whence they set out. The inhabitants profess Islam. Leirana is on long. 102°, lat. 0° 30’ [south]. It is on a great
gulf.

The town of Daghuta is the last one of the country of Sofala and the furthest of the inhabited part of the continent
towards the south. It is on long. 109°, lat. 12°, south of the equator.

Sofala. According to the Canon it is on 50° 3’ long., 2° lat., south of the equator. Sofala is in the land of the Zanj.
According to the author of the Canon, the inhabitants are Muslims. Ibn Said says that their chief means of existence are
mining gold and iron, and that they dress in leopard skins. According to Masudi, horses do not reproduce in the land of the
Zanj, so that the warriors go on foot or fight from the backs of oxen.

Questions:
1. Do the three accounts agree on any one (or more) points? Explain.
2. How do the three accounts shed light on the religious life of the Eastern Africans?
3. What are the chief products for trade and consumption?
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